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INTERVIEW WITH MARJORIE RISSER, 
CLASS OF 1944 
Denise Cook 
Welcome to Illinois State University. This is Denise Cook, Class of 1981, representing ISU 
Alumni Services and I’m talking with Marjorie Munns Risser of the Class of 1944. The time is 
Homecoming 1979. In this bit of oral history we hope to recapture some of the moments, 
thoughts, and events that were important in 1944.  We hope that those of you who will listen to 
this conversation will find the content interesting and informative. To start, Illinois State 
University had a record enrollment of 19,576 students this fall.  Mrs. Risser, what do you 
remember about the size of the student body in 1944? 
Marjorie Risser 
That fall of 1940 when our class arrived in our reversible raincoats and saddle shoes, Illinois 
State Normal University—we were ISNU in those days—I recall being surprised that the 
university enrollment was less than the enrollment of my high school, [Prairie?] Central.  I 
believe it was something like 1,200. I don’t really recall any foreign students and very few from 
out of state.  In fact, we were grouped by counties for registration, and there was no computer in 
those days, we wrote all the cards by hand. 
Denise Cook 
Oh, geez.  Today there are about 2,500 faculty and support staff personnel working on the 
campus. Can you relate to or even imagine this? 
Marjorie Risser 
I’m not sure I ever knew the exact number of the faculty then, but I do know that students came 
to know most of them, and the faculty knew us. There was a great deal of interaction among the 
various departments. Much of the support staff, as you call it, was made up of students. Many of 
us worked on campus doing everything from groundskeeping to secretarial work, and we were 
all paid 45 cents an hour. 
Denise Cook 
That’s different. Who was the president and some of the university’s top administrators when 
you were a student? What things do you remember about some of them? 
Marjorie Risser 
Well Dr. Raymond Fairchild was the president, and he was a large portly gentleman, very, 
dignified, but gracious and warm, and he took a personal interest in everything going on on 
campus. One time after an assembly program I had [written?] prepared, he wrote a letter to my 
parents expressing his appreciation. I’m sure he did so for many other students. He was very 
visible and very much in charge of campus activity. 
Page 1 https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/aoh/
Denise Cook 
Were you involved in any athletics, dramatics or other out-of-class activities?  
 
Marjorie Risser 
My main interests were speech and theater, and I was very involved with those activities. I also 
wrote for the weekly Vidette, and sometimes participated in music. However, that was not 
unusual, because in the small schools those days many students were involved in activities 
other than those of their departments. Campus life was just that. Most students who were 
working worked on or near the campus. Classes were very small. Few students had cars, and 
the whole philosophy was one of unity. We even had weekly assemblies with mandatory 
attendance.  Everyone had an assigned seat in Capen Auditorium and roll was taken. Who 
could ever forget the Vera Pearl Kemp Ensemble? Cutting an assembly or class was not taken 
lightly.  I believe three cuts was the maximum. But you see, going to college was a big expense. 
We paid $32.50 per semester tuition, which included textbook rentals, and our rooms cost two 
to three dollars a week.  We could have cooking privileges in some of the houses or buy a meal 
ticket for five dollars. Most of us were serious about getting a diploma because it was the 
passport to a good teaching job. Gladly would we learn and gladly teach for $2,500 a year.  We 
were involved with each other and out students. I don’t know if today’s students could 
understand the extent of our campus life. It was just that. We lived together. 
 
Denise Cook 
From the academic side, who were some of your professors that you like to remember? 
 
Marjorie Risser 
Course I knew the speech theater faculty the best. Dr. F. L. D. Holmes was head of the 
department. He had a marvelous sense of humor, and was renowned for his puns, and Mrs. 
Holmes used to give delicious Sunday evening supper for the students.  Dr. Sorrenson, who 
taught me how to outline and coached public speaking events was working on a textbook on 
listening, and we had quite a few class sessions dealing with that, which was pretty innovative 
for that time. And I also remember we were on speech meet trips, Dr. Sorrenson would never let 
us see any restaurant that served beer or wine. Beautiful Miss Yates taught Speech 
Fundamentals, which all students had to take, and all the men fell in love with her. Oral 
interpretation was her specialty and she had a great impact on my life doing what she did in that 
field. And Miss Allen taught theater courses and directed the plays and directed the tech. I once 
wrote of her that she rules with an iron hand in a velvet glove, and we often felt the iron. I don’t 
know how she inspired the loyalty and commitment. All the plays were produced in Capen or on 
the outdoor stage in Sherwood Forest. The scene shop was in the basement of the old heating 
plant. Many of us worked there far, far into the night. We all loved Dick Browne and Miss 
Hinman, even if she was a tartar about theme writing. Mrs. Pricer who taught us how to diagram 
sentences and regaled us with stories of “my son John” in her broad southern accent.  Miss 
Marshall was a Lincoln scholar, her history classes were wonderful, and Dr. Tasher, who came 
to her classes in a French beret was also a favorite. Music appreciation and art appreciation 
were required of all students and we came to know Miss Westhoff and Miss Miller.  I’m sure 
many in our class will remember those plaster of Paris plaques we had to make for art 
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appreciation, and our embarrassment when Miss Miller displayed them in the library.  By the 
way Milner Library was new in those days and the showplace of the campus. Miss Welch was 
head librarian then and the north and south reserve rooms were favorite study places. Rambo 
House was new then too, and an invitation to one of the dinners or parties hosted by the Home 
Ec girls living there was highly coveted.  Athletics and sports were important to all of us.  I 
suppose one really should forget those blue gym dresses the girls were required to wear. But 
who can forget the physical fitness test mandated by President Roosevelt we all had to pass? 
Bernice Frey, affectionately called Bunny, was a tiny gym instructor with boundless energy 
whether she was [haring?] with some field soccer, or trying to make tennis players out of us.  In 
summer school that tennis course of hers was taught at 7 AM. “Pop” Horton directed men’s 
sports, and favorite coaches were Handy Hancock, “Lightnin’” Struck, and tall, handsome Joe 
Cogdal. The Saturday afternoon football games were always preceded by the start of the cross-
country race, and at half time the runners would come huffing and puffing back, just about the 
time Dr. Isted was directing the band onto the field. Maybe it wasn’t the Big Red Machine, but 
they were resplendent in red capes, and we had sisters who were talented baton throwers 
leading them. Gamma Phi men were energetic and nimble cheerleaders, and we loved it. 
School spirit was high, especially when we played Wesleyan.  One year we all marched down to 
Wesleyan together carrying red and white helium-filled balloons, which were to be released 
when we scored. ISNU did not score in that game and there we were. The next year we did win 
and Dr. Fairchild closed the school on Monday and we had a big rally at the Normal Theater.  
Next to athletics, agriculture was the most popular department for the men. Dr. Hudelson 
directed things at the University Farm, which stood where U-High now stands.  That farm was 
the scene of some great barn dances and barbeques. I guess we did a lot of dancing. There 
were many school dances, often formal, but best of all were the Big Fours. Four big name 
bands a year, and I think we paid four or maybe six dollars for the whole season, and two more 
for the concert series.  
 
Denise Cook 
What were the major national world news events that occurred during your college days? 
 
Marjorie Risser 
We came as freshmen in the last days of the Great Depression, and the many economic 
recovery programs of the Roosevelt administration. Wendell Wilkie was preaching one world, 
Mussolini was blackshirting in Italy, and Chamberlain and Hitler were getting nowhere. But of 
course, the most major event was the attack on Pearl Harbor. Within a three-week period, most 
of the male students and many of the female students had enlisted. I remember two occasions 
when the majority of the student body stood in the Bloomington train station saying good-bye. 
The Class of 1944 paid a terrible price for the victory that was to come. Those of us who stayed 
in school became very involved with all manner of wartime activities. We had letters to soldiers 
programs, bandage rolling, and civil defense activities. The theater people did a show for USO, 
and the Navy designated ISNU as a training center. Fell and Smith Halls were converted to 
Navy barracks. It was at this time that a major campus event occurred. Fell Hall caught fire and 
the entire upper story was destroyed. It was in 1943 early in October. Seems to me it was on 
Columbus Day and classes were just being dismissed for lunch. We formed a human brigade 
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from Fell to McCormick and passed along hastily gathered possessions as the V-12 unit tried to 




What was your main source of information in those days? 
 
Marjorie Risser 
Oh, I guess the radio was the main source. I don’t remember that anybody was too involved 
with daily newspapers, except when the war news came out, of course we were always reading 
the casualty list. 
 
Denise Cook 
What are some of the things you remember about the communities of Normal and Bloomington? 
 
Marjorie Risser 
Well, the skyline was very different, and Normal was very dry. Old Main dominated the campus. 
Right behind it was North Hall, and that was the northern edge.  Where Hovey Hall now stands 
was the gate topped with lights that led to the circle drive and beside it the old bus station. The 
Old Castle housed business classes, the radio station, and the infirmary where Dr. Rachel 
Cooper was in charge. Milner Library and McCormick Gym were the southernmost buildings, 
and the south boundary was Sherwood Forest. What is now the Alamo was an eating place, the 
Co-Op, ruled by Rosie Yarger, and you could buy a pack of cigarettes for a dime, a coke, even 
with chocolate or lemon flavoring, for a nickel and a hamburger for fifteen cents. There were 
very few shops in downtown Normal, but we sometimes ate at the Green Goblin, later a cocoa 
shop, or had sodas at the fountain in the drug store. The Steak ‘n Shake on Main Street 
featured steak and shake for forty-nine cents, and Mel Callahan was there to greet us 
personally.  If we wanted to shop we went to Bloomington on the bus, fare five cents, or took a 
cab for a quarter. A special treat was to eat at the Green Mill in Bloomington.  Other favorite 
spots for at least some of us were the Polar Grill and Lucca’s, where Fred and Rosie Baldini 
welcomed us and always decorated the bar with autumn leaves for Homecoming. Uncle John 
Baldini presided over the dining room upstairs and his steaks were famous.  I should also 
mention the shady nook with big pictures of beer and bowls of popcorn, and the Sunday night 
dance at O’Neil Park with Larry [Lonney?] or Tiny Hill providing the music.  Occasionally, if 
transportation was available, we would go for a moonlight swim at East Bay. We had to keep 
hours then you know. I wonder if anyone remembers how to climb the fire escape to get into Fell 
Hall after the doors were locked? I’d like to say something about some of the other people, 
because they were so important to us—some of the administrators. Dean Linkins was Dean of 
Men, and Dean Barton and Anna Keaton were Deans of Women. One man, two women, and 
that was the ratio of the student body. Two other important administrators were Miss 
Brenneman, the Registrar, and Mr. Carrington, who directed the Placement Bureau. And the 
first big social event of the school year was the President’s Reception, and we all dressed up 
and stood in line outside Fell Hall, and inched our way down the receiving line and shook hands 
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and chattered among with all the faculty, and then had punch and cookies, and there was 
always a similar line at any of the formal dances. 
 
Denise Cook 
One other thing I’d like to ask you about is the living arrangements, when you were here. 
 
Marjorie Risser 
There were only the two dormitories. There was Smith Hall and Fell Hall, and the rest of us lived 
in houses, and we rented rooms and very often had cooking privileges in the kitchen or in the 
basement.  The rooms got cheaper as you got farther out towards the edge of town. The Baby 
Fold was the end of Normal at that time, and if you lived way out there, you probably paid only a 
dollar a week for your room. 
 
Denise Cook 
What about Rambo House, here? You said— 
 
Marjorie Risser 
The Home Ec girls lived here, and they had to do so much entertaining, and so, they always had 
good dinners and parties, we’d always try to get invited. 
 
Denise Cook 
Good. Okay, this is Denise Cook, closing a conversation with Marjorie Munns Risser of the 










In closing, let me say with Mr. Dickens, it was the best of times, it was the worst of times, but we 
were privileged to be a part of it. Hail to thee our alma mater, proud thy halls ISNU. 
 
Denise Cook 
Thank you, Mrs. Risser. 
 
 
 
Page 5 https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/aoh/
